John Pridden, Bookseller, 1728 - 1807 
by Roger Davies, Worthing 2024 


John Pridden was born at Old Marton Hall, near Ellesmere in Shropshire, on 
20" July 1728, and baptised 2 days later in Ellesmere parish church. His 
parents John and Margaret née Green were wealthy, though his father 
died when John was just 12 years old. His mother married again, but 
relations with his new stepfather, who had a ferocious temper, were far 
from good. In 1744, at the age of 16, John determined to leave home, and 
set out for London to seek his fortune. He had only travelled as far as 
Worcester when he came upon press gangs seeking soldiers to fight 
against a threatened French invasion in the War of the Austrian 
Succession. 


\a damit © 
1 mal m 
BIE Taian e 


Old Marton Hall, Marton, 
Ellesmere 


John considered a life in the army would be even worse than one he had 
left, so he reluctantly returned home. His stepfather punished his 
desertion by beating him twice every week, on Tuesdays, the day of his 
departure from home, and on Saturdays, the day of his return. John 
suffered this regime for three years, until, able to endure it no longer, 
once again left home and this time succeeded in reaching London on 25" 
March 1748. 


He initially found employment with John Nourse, a bookseller in The 
Strand, and later with Richard Manly of Ludgate Hill. He was apprenticed 
as a Stationer, and married Anne Gregory at St Martin’s church, Ludgate. 
Anne was born October 3 1736 at Twemlowes, in Whitchurch, Shropshire, 
the daughter of Humphrey Gregory. Through him she was related to 
Matthew Henry and his father Phillip, leading figures in the foundation of 
the non-conformist movement in England. Through the Edowes family of 
Flintshire, she could trace her ancestry back to the Princes of Wales and 
Plantagenet Kings of England. 


John became a Freeman of the Worshipful Company of Stationers on 7" 
November 1758, and took over the booksellers’ business after Richard 
Manly’s death. 


John and Anne had fourteen children, nine of whom died of smallpox in 
infancy. Two sons and three daughters survived him. His elder son John 
attended St Paul’s school and Queens’ College Oxford before his 
ordination. John held a number of religious offices, including as vicar at St 
Bride’s Fleet Street, the church his parents attended, and as a minor 
canon at St Paul’s Cathedral. In this role he officiated at the funeral of 
Lord Nelson in 1806. He was something of a polymath. As well as his 
religious occupation, he was an antiquary, an artist and an architect. He 
designed the original sea bathing infirmary at Margate, an institute which 
pioneered the use of open-air treatment for patients with non-pulmonary 
tuberculosis. 


His second son Humphrey Gregory Pridden, followed his father in the 
Stationers’ trade. He died in 1816 following a drunken brawl over a seat in 
a public house, the Three Wheatsheaves in Islington. His attacker was 
found not guilty as the autopsy found the liver and spleen and lungs were 
so diseased that the broken rib he had sustained had merely hastened 
rather than caused his death. 


John developed his bookselling business assiduously. By making generous 
offers, he purchased the libraries of many eminent and distinguished 
characters, and by settling for small profits, he developed a wide set of 
customers, many of whom became his lifelong friends. 


By 1772, he had relocated to the Sign of the Feathers, at 100 Fleet Street, 
where he lived for the rest of his life. 
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100 Fleet Street, with a woman standing in the 


The house where John Pridden lived has long been demolished. It stood on the 
south side of the eastern end of Fleet Street, at the junction with Ludgate Circus. 
The structure to its right still stands and is recognisably the same building. 


He expanded the range of the business substantially and published a 
number of books. A contemporary bookplate reads - 


John Pridden, bookseller and stationer, (successor to Mr. Manby), in Fleet 
Street, near Fleet Bridge, London... 


Sells bibles, common prayers, testaments, psalters, spelling books, 
chapmen's books, modern books of all kinds; plays and all sorts of school 
books, where gentlemen & captains of ships, country booksellers, 
shopkeepers and school masters may be supply'd at the most reasonable 
rates. N.B. All sorts of merchants and other account books, paper, pens, 
ink, wax, pencils, pocket books, & cases, with all other stationary wares, 
at the lowest prices 


The house next door, 98 Fleet St, was occupied by a silversmith, Joseph 
Brasbridge. In the early 1800s, Brasbridge fell on hard times, was 
declared bankrupt and lost his premises. John Pridden, who was by then a 
wealthy man, generously gave up his business and leased his shop to 
Brasbridge, so that he could continue to work. Brasbridge was clearly 
grateful for this generosity, and described Pridden in glowing terms in his 
autobiography, The Fruits of Experience, published in 1824. 


“the kindness of a most worthy man, Mr. Pridden, the bookseller, who 
gave up his own business on purpose to serve me; in the house which, as 
he said, had been lucky to him, and he hoped would be the same to me. 
Mr. Pridden had, from small beginnings, by industry and economy, the 
grand hinges of legitimate wealth, saved a considerable fortune; 
insomuch that he was enabled to portion his children respectably, and 
died worth four thousand pounds. An act of such disinterested friendship, 
as the relinquishment of a business which he found equally profitable and 
pleasant to him, merely to serve a bankrupt neighbour, who had to begin 
the world afresh, deserves a more lasting memorial than these few pages 
of mere fleeting interest can give it: but to perpetuate it as much as may 
be in my power, | have added a transcript of the features of this worthy 
man, as well as of his mind; and 1 hope my readers will look upon it with 
complacency, as an admirable likeness of one, whose memory Is 
cherished with esteem by all who knew him." 


The likeness of John Pridden at the head of this biography is by Brasbridge 
from his book. 


Anne Pridden, John’s wife, had died on 1* April 1801 and was buried in a 
vault in St Bride’s church Fleet Street. John in his will written later that 
year requested that - 


“I may be interred in the same grave as my late dear wife or as near to 
her remains as may be” 


John died on 17 March 1807 at his home, and as he had requested, was 
buried in the same vault as his wife at St Bride’s. 


A stone tablet on the north wall of the church was inscribed - 


Sacred 
To the Memory of 
Mr JOHN PRIDDEN 
Near 50 Years Bookseller in Fleet Street 
who died March 17th 1807 
Aged 79 years. 


Also Mrs ANN PRIDDEN 
Wife of the Above 
who Died April Ist 1801 
Aged 65 years. 
This Tablet is Placed as a Memorial of Respect 
by their Daughters. 


Sadly the plaque no longer exists, as the church was largely destroyed by enemy 
bombs in December 1940, during the same raid that engulfed St Paul’s Cathedral 
in flames. 


The church as John Pridden would have known 
it, and the tower, which survived the bombing 
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St Brides’s Church was eventually rebuilt, and is known as the journalists’ 
church. It has a long historical connection to printing. It was in the 
churchyard of an earlier St Bride’s on this site in 1501 that Wynkyn de 
Worde set up his printing press, which was to commercialise the work of 
Willam Caxton and produce the first books inexpensive enough to reach a 
mass audience. It is also the church in which Samuel Pepys was baptised. 


